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fictitious trading personages so created enjoyed- the legal rights
of the individual of laissez-faire society. But the powers created
by their joint wealth far exceeded those of a single person. Just
as organised labour acquired rights against the individual, so
organised capital assumed powers that left the private merchant
a pigmy in a realm of giants.

Though the ordinary man was slow to perceive what was
happening, his vaunted liberty and significance were dwindling
every year. Even by the 'seventies a handful of railway companies
owned wealth equal in the aggregate to three-quarters of the
National Debt. In the course of their business such corporations
sought vast powers. Where these were denied them by the
common law, recourse for legislation could be had to a House of
Commons in which the successful business man and financier was
beginning to succeed the country gentleman as the predominant
type. Through new forms of investment the entire propertied
class of the country was learning to delegate its wealth and
responsibilities to corporate bodies. The historic justification of
private property had been that it fostered responsibility and acted
as a bulwark against tyranny. It was now being used by the
individual to purchase freedom from responsibility. It was accum-
ulating despotic powers in the hands of mechanical corporations
without conscience or sense of obligation.

A generation which had been taught to believe that the
pursuit of profits was the one road to national prosperity made
no attempt to secure the threatened birthright of their race. The
freedom of the subject inherited from the great English patriots
and martyrs was unconsciously bartered away for increased
dividends. The later Victorians, for all the probity of their
private and domestic lives, cheerfully surrendered the liberties of
their unborn children to the soulless corporations that gave them
wealth. They never paused to reflect what they were doing.

Yet in all that they did as individuals the Victorians were
guided by conscience: in this they were the inheritors of the
English past* No generation ever had a higher record in this.
The honesty and integrity of the Victorian merchant and manu-
facturer was a byword throughout the world. Again and
again private charity, pity and a sense of duty and public service
redeemed the consequences of a false economic philosophy.

Yet the conscience of the individual was also betrayed in the
end to the theory of the overriding sanctity of profit-making.